Background and purpose: Human resource professionalism receives considerable attention in terms of the competence of individual. In this article, we want to bridge the existing competencies of students and the perceived competencies that they assume will be developed and obtained during their studies. The purpose of our paper is a) to present competencies in general, b) to determine the meaning of the development of competencies in the field of higher education, and c) to present the role of competencies in human resource management. The aim of this paper is to examine the human resource competencies among students, and their judgments regarding the competencies they have already received during their studies. Methodology: The questionnaire was distributed to full-time students of the Faculty of Organizational Science, University of Maribor, in such a way that both genders, both undergraduate and graduate studies, and all years of study were represented. We have measured students' opinions concerning their current and future perceptions about professional competencies in the HR field. Results: Based on the self-assessment of fifteen HR competencies, we used hierarchical clustering performed with Ward's method and standardized variables and got two clusters. A t-test was used according to low or high levels of students' current competencies. The positive association between satisfaction with study programme and student's opinion on development of competencies during their studies was confirmed with one-tailed Pearson correlation coefficient.
Introduction
Students nowadays are affected by different factors (economic, cultural, social etc.) depending on the time and place in which they live. Any study programme should enable students gaining competencies to use their knowledge, skills abilities, etc. to obtain suitable employment. Programmes within human resource management are no exception: they are preparing students to engage in human resource careers.
Competency is a complex concept that includes not only acquiring adequate knowledge, skills, and abilities, but maintaining these throughout one's career (Bradley, Drapeau and DeStefano, 2012) . The role of HR has been elevated from clerical to administrative, administrative to managerial, managerial to executive, and executive to strategic partner (Venkata Ratnam and Srivastava, 1991; Budhwar, 2009) . If the HR function is to fulfil its aims, HR professionals need to possess the competencies required to perform their responsibilities (Srimannarayana, 2013) . Competencies for HR professionals may be defined by the view of senior managers and other employees or by an empirically tested conceptual framework (Ulrich, Brockbank, Yeung and Lake, 1995) . They generally focus on the knowledge and abilities of HR professionals and the extent to which they can exploit HR knowledge to create business success (Ulrich, Brockbank, Johnson, Sandholtz and Younger, 2008) .
The objective of our study is to present the perception of HR competencies of HR students and their willingness to develop the competencies that have been cited as valuable by researchers. We also studied the self-assessment of the presence of HR competencies, students' need for additional education and training for development HR competencies, their need to develop the competencies for the successful performance of the tasks of HR professionals, and the existence of differences among students. The goal of our study is also to determine the differences, if any, in the perception of HR competencies according to the year of study and satisfaction with study programme.
Competencies in general
Competence is a multidimensional construct characterized by the attainment, maintenance, and preservation of critical knowledge, skills and attitudes (Rubin et al., 2007) . Boselie and Paauwe (2004, p. 554 ) define competence as the requirements for an individual to work, with an emphasis on the final result instead of attempts or contributions. Moore and Dainty (2002, p. 315 ) define competence as combination of ability and willingness to perform tasks. Most authors (Kröl, 2003 , Kasiulis, 2005 , Diskienė and Marčinskas, 2007 claim that performance of working duties currently requires a combination of qualifications, knowledge, approaches, motives, values, abilities and other constituents of competences.
Via the setting of a systemic, dynamic, cognitive and holistic framework for building management theory, the competence perspective has integrated and extended some fundamental ideas developed over the last several decades under various banners, including 'resource base', 'dynamic capabilities' and 'core competences perspectives ' (Sanchez, 2004, p. 521) . Barney (1991, p. 111) claimed that the final requirement for a firm's resource to be a sustained competitive advantage is that there must be no strategically equivalent valuable resources that are themselves either not rare or imitable. Nelson and Winter (1982) proposed that business success is found in organizational routines, which are the common activities a firm develops in its use of specific resources. Rumelt (1994) proposed that competencies become widespread across products or businesses, by changing more slowly than the products they make possible, by embodying 'collective learning' in the firm, and by embracing competition to acquire the best skills and capabilities.
A professional competence combines the knowledge and skills that are related to the employee's particular field of work; it also encompasses all the characteristics, abilities, and experience employed in the everyday activity as specialized knowledge; social competence is the ability to communicate with other people in a group; personal competence is the ability to learn, analyse and develop personal characteristics, and learn from personal experience, as well as cognitive abilities, analysis, and the ability to find solutions in critical situations; managerial competence is the ability to inspire, motivate, control stress and conflicts, and the ability to be in charge of the work of others; methodical competence is the ability to organize one's work, plan, adapt and prioritize (Druteikiene, Česyniene and Stankevičiene, 2013) .
Competencies in human resource management
Since the 1980s, the shift from 'personnel management' to 'human resource management' has required treating people as a key resource (Armstrong, 2009 ). Armstrong claimed that human resource management puts greater emphasis on business functions, rather than problem-solving and mediation. The most popular version of human resource management roles can be attributed to Ulrich (1997) , and it has been understood that it is necessary for HR professionals that they assume certain roles if they are about to make a contribution to the business. However, managing human resources during organizational change is not an easy task. HR professionals are supposed to have a crucial role in managing change in an organization.
Their roles must be related to the organizational needs. With the increase in general competition, organizations must become more adaptable, resilient, agile and customer-focused in order to succeed (Ullah, 2012) . The roles of HR professionals are not only important for managing organizational change but also for establishing changes in a business area. (Ullah, 2012) . Globalization and information technology have been important for the HR professionals and their work (Brockbank, 1997 , Bawa and Ali, 1999 and Caldwell, 2003 .
As one of the pioneers in researching the emerging impact of workplace change on personnel practice, Storey (1992) proposed four personnel roles: advisors, handmaidens, regulators, and change makers. Abigail, Findley, Hine, Thompson and McKinlay (1997) considered the handmaidens' role to be a companion role. Regulators are responsible for rules and business strategy. Change makers' role as personnel managers is to face the marketing area and make strategic moves through soft HR interventions in order to enhance employee motivation and commitment. HR professionals retain a key role in providing expertise and advice, and in ensuring that managers follow disciplinary procedures and thus avoid possible damaging situations (Harris, Doughty and Kirk, 2002) . The professional HR perspective is the best example of consistency, rule compliance and statutory management (Gilmore and Williams, 2007) .
Competencies for HR professionals may be defined from different aspects by using an empirically tested base (Ulrich et al., 1995) . Chanda and Kabra (2000) stated that the competency of HR professionals is a part of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values. Ulrich et al. (1995) de-fined competency in conjunction with business, but more likely as the competitive advantages of business. Their HR model combines different views of competencies, which are divided into four domains: knowledge of the business, personal credibility, HR expertise and management of change. They argue that the management of change is critical, as an organization's external rate of change must be matched by an internal rate of change if the organization is to remain competitive.
The second most important element, personal credibility, deals with the extent to which HR professionals embody the values of the firm and act with proper attitudes when dealing with HR issues in their efforts to create results (Ulrich and Eichinger, 1998 in Long and Ismail, 2010) . HR professionals, by virtue of their knowledge of human performance, are well positioned to exercise strategic leadership and contribute significantly to a firm's competitive advantage Ismail, 2011, p. 1054) . In high-performing companies, HR professionals are a part of business at a strategic level. They may manage the culture, change, communication, decision making and connectivity (Boselie and Paauwe, 2004) . Graham and Tarbell (2006) represented the employee's view regarding the credibility of HR professionals. Based on the study conducted on European companies, Boselie and Paauwe (2004) suggested that personal credibility and the HR function have a positive effect on the importance of HR function and its professionals.
Higher education and development of competencies
As previously mentioned, competences integrate knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values. At the same time, the meaning of competence-based education should be explored; this is a major point of interest in this paper. Competence-based higher education is a type of study that focuses on the competences that are achieved and assessed during the study programme (Lambrechts, Mula, Ceulemans, Molderez and Gaeremynck, 2012) . Competence-based higher education enables students to obtain the relevant knowledge, skills, values and attitudes that they will require in their future professional and personal lives (Lambrechts et al., 2012, p. 67) . Rychen (2002) claims that the use of competences contributes to an improved process of assessing students, regarding the abilities they acquire to face study challenges, but also to setting the important educational goals that improve education systems and lifelong education. For measuring the views of students on current and future professional competences in the field of HR, a list of competencies of Slovenian managers of human resources was used (Kohont, 2005, p. 209) .
Kohont (2005, p. 117) identified fifteen competences within the HR professional field: leadership, strategic thinking, teamwork, communication, change management, decision-making and responsibility, creativity and innovation, professionalism, people-orientation, results-orientation, business knowledge, time and work organization, accuracy, analytical thinking, and the use of ICT.
Current research provides very little empirical evidence regarding the influence of academic higher education on the development of professionalism among students (Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, Förster and Kuhn in Blőmeke, Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia, Kuhn and Fege, 2013, p. 159 ). The research is based on Klieme and Leutner's (2006) definition of competence as a context-specific performance disposition. This definition means that subject-specific knowledge and thinking are essential with regards to conceptualizing competence in the study area. In contrast to personality traits, competencies associated with particular behaviours are learnable (Bird, 1995) .
This challenges educators to develop study opportunities (Bjornali and Støren, 2012 (2007) emphasized that competence-based curricula should address knowledge, skills, self-esteem and attitudes in a connected way, since each of these separately is not sufficient for the desired competent professional behaviour.
The goal of this paper is to investigate the presence of HR competencies among students of the HRM study programme and their attitudes toward additional education and training for development of those competencies. In addition, the differences in development of HR competencies among students with different levels of study satisfaction and the differences in their estimation of the extent to which the study programme enables the acquisition and the development of the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional are examined. Based on the goal of the paper a research question (RQ) and three research hypotheses (RH) were stated. 
RQ1: How many groups of students exist based on their self-assessment of presence of fifteen HRM competencies?

RH1: Groups of students with higher levels of HR competencies (obtained from results of RQ1) have on
Methods
Instrumentation
The socio-demographic part of the questionnaire include questions on gender, the type of the study, and the year of the study. Students were asked to self-assess the current presence of each of the fifteen different competencies (presented in Table 2 ), and later to evaluate the need for additional education and training on those competencies and the extent of competencies development during the current study programme. All variables on competencies were measured on the 5-point Likert type scale of presence, in which '1' means 'not present at all', and '5' means 'completely present'. Students were asked to estimate their satisfaction with the study programme and the extent to which the study programme enables the acquisition and the development of the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional.
Population, sample and data collection method
The survey was performed in spring 2009 among students of Human Resources and Educational Systems of Faculty of Organizational Sciences, University of Maribor. The questionnaire was delivered in paper format to a non-probabilistic convenience sample of students who attended lectures. A total of 155 questionnaires were completed.
Data analysis
Data gathered from the survey were first analysed with hierarchical clustering in order to determine different groups of students according to their opinion of the presence of fifteen HR competencies. In the second step, the significant differences of student needs for additional education and training for development of HR competencies were examined between two obtained groups of students according to their level of present HR competencies. Later, the correlation between each students' satisfaction with their study programme and their opinion that their study programme enables them to acquire and to develop the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional was examined. The differences in the students' opinion that the study programme enables them the acquisition and the development of the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional were investigated with analysis of variance and robust test of equality of means.
Results
Sample description and descriptive statistics of the questionnaire items
The sample consists of 155 students; 78.7% were female and 21.3% were males; 54.8% of respondents were studying in the professional higher degree programme and 45.2% in the academic higher degree programme. The highest proportion of the respondents was enrolled in the second year of the study (40.6%), a third (33.6%) was in the first year and one quarter (25.8%) in the third year of the study. Almost all respondents (94.8%) had already deliberated their own competencies. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for fifteen HR competencies in two different contents: self-assessment of the current presence of the competency and the need for additional education and training for the development of the competency. Students on average assessed their people-orientation competency the highest (x ̅ = 4.27), followed by creativity and innovation (x ̅ = 4.14), their communication skills (x ̅ = 4.02), and accuracy (x ̅ = 4.01). The lowest estimated competency was their strategic thinking (x ̅ = 2.98). On average, students have the highest need for education and training for development of creativity and innovation (x ̅ = 3.67) and team work (x ̅ = 3.63), while the lowest need was expressed for analytical thinking (x ̅ = 3.10) and business knowledge (x ̅ = 3.03).
Hierarchical clustering
In order to answer to the first research question, hierarchical clustering is based on the self-assessment of fifteen HR competencies. The clustering was performed with Ward's method and standardized variables. The dendrogram (Figure 1) clearly shows that two clusters of students exist, based on their self-assessment of current competencies.
The larger group of students consists of 113 students (72.9%) and the cross table reveals that 74.1% of students have already thought about their competencies belonging to that group. In addition, we have attempted to determine what the average assessments of present competencies were in both groups.
Figure 2 presents both groups of students obtained from hierarchical clustering and their average estimates of self-assessment of their present competencies. Both groups differ significantly at the 5% significance level in their average estimates for all competencies, except in the assessment of accuracy and analytical thinking (detailed result of t-tests are not presented here). Therefore, the group with higher average values was called 'Students with higher self-assessment of their present competencies' (consisting of 113 respondents; drawn with solid grey line in Figure 2 ) and the other group was 'Students with lower self-assessment of their present competencies' (consisting of 42 respondents; drawn with black dashed line in Figure  2 ). 
T-tests
In the following section, the results of three groups of t-tests are presented. First, we attempt to determine the answer to the first research hypothesis regarding whether groups of students with higher levels of their HR competencies have on average a greater need for additional education and training for development of those competencies than a group of students with lower self-assessment of present competencies. The results of the t-tests are presented in Table 2 , while average values are depicted in Figure 3 . The group of students with higher self-assessment of present competencies has, on average, a statistically significantly greater need for additional education and training for the development of the individual competencies in nine out of fifteen HR competencies at a 5% significance level. 
007).
Based on the above results, the first research hypothesis can be confirmed since students with higher levels of present competencies have expressed greater needs for additional development for nine out of fifteen competencies. 
Figure 2: Two groups of students from hierarchical clustering and their average estimates of self-assessment of their present competencies
Correlation
The association between satisfaction with study programme and students' opinion that the study programme enables them to acquire and to develop the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional was examined with a one-tailed Pearson correlation coefficient. The p-value of the Pearson correlation coefficient was equal to 0.001, indicating that both variables are statistically significantly correlated at the 1% significance level. The value of the Pearson correlation coefficient was equal to 0.250, which means that the second research hypothesis could be confirmed. Therefore, a low positive linear relationship between students' satisfaction with their study programme and their opinion that the study programme enables them to acquire and to develop the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional exists.
ANOVA
The third research hypothesis was analysed with ANOVA.
The results in Table 3 shows that the average student's opinion that study programme enables them to acquire and to develop the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of an HR professional of the 1st year students is equal to 3.71 on a 5-point scale: the average opinion of 2nd year students is equal to 4.32, and the average opinion of 3rd year students is equal to 4.35. Since the p-value of Levene's test of equality of variances was equal to 0.015, the assumption of equal variances across groups could not be confirmed at a 5% significance level, the robust test of equality of means has to be performed instead of ANOVA. The p-value of the Brown-Forsythe Statistic from the robust test was equal to 0.000; therefore, we can conclude that statistically significant differences exist, at a 5% significance level, among students of different years of study in the average student's opinion that the study programme enables the acquisition and the development of the competencies necessary for the successful performance of tasks of HR professional.
In addition, multiple comparisons with a Games-Howell's test were preformed, and we determined that statistically significant differences exist at 5% significance level between first and second (p=0.004) and first and third year students (p=0.003) in their opinion that their study programme enables the acquisition and the development of the competencies necessary for the successful performance of the tasks of HR professional. Therefore, the third research hypothesis is confirmed.
Discussion
The research concerning acquiring and developing the competencies that an HR professional needs for his or her successful work performance and results of the empirical research represent the basis allowing us to discuss the findings in in two parts.
Student self-assessment of developed competencies and need to acquire and develop the HR professional competencies
For students, the recognition of the proper competencies is of the utmost importance, because in this way they can manage the further development of all competencies, both of those which are well developed as well as those that are inadequately developed yet necessary for the profession that students intend to practice. University education has, to a certain degree, influence upon the competency development (Pavlin, 2012, p.125) ; however, it is important that each student can further acquire and develop them by means of additional training and education.
The research has indicated that the students have high estimations regarding current HR competencies, because there is not a single competency self-assessment for which it could be assured that it is expressed to a lesser degree or not at all. On the basis of the self-assessment of the current HR competencies, we have divided the students into two distinctive groups; the group of students with higher self-assessment of HR competencies and the group of students with lower self-assessment of HR competencies.
This result could be interpreted according to Brečko's assertion (2006, p.245 ) that individuals differ among themselves regarding whether the abilities, values and motives prevail in their self-image or not. A similar opinion is shared by Funčič Masič, Bakračevič Vukman and Schmidt (2011, p.93) , who stated that to an individual's endeavours, motivation, perseverance and flexibility are influenced to the degree that he/she trusts his abilities to control proper functioning and that of the environment.
People-orientation and communication are ranked by Kohont (2005, p.118) among the most important competencies of the HR professional. It is good to see that the students (according to their current self-estimated presence of the competencies) have given the highest appraisal precisely to people-orientation ( = 4.27), creativity and innovation (= 4.14), and communication ( = 4.02). People-orientation is important for HR professionals because they deal mostly with people at work (Kohont, 2005, p.111) . Consequently, it is important that they be ready and open for cooperation. Ulrich et al. (2008, p.19 ) stated that HR professionals should be able to establish an innovation protocol that helps shape new ideas, and they also should be able to instil a spirit of innovation among all employees. Communication skills in HR professionals are reflected in their ability to convey a sensible oral and written message as well as in their active listening of the others in case of interpersonal communication. Moreover, the research of the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM, 2010, p.6) cites communication as the most important competency of the senior HR leaders in the United States.
The participants of the research attributed the lowest average evaluation of their current HR competencies to strategic thinking ( = 2.98); however, this does not necessarily mean that this competency is not present among them, because on average they have evaluated it as medium present. Recently, strategic thinking is becoming increasingly important due to the transformation of the HR function from administrative into strategic one (Budhvar, 2009 ). HR professionals should be able to establish a process to ensure strategic clarity and be able to align organizational action to make the strategy happen (Ulrich et al., 2008, p.10) . Consequently, an HR professional should have a broad perspective about organization while simultaneously understanding how decision making and functioning are interwoven at different levels of business activity. The research of the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM, 2010, p.6 ) ranks the competency 'strategic thinking' in Canada, India and in the Middle Eastern and in the Northern African countries at first place, while in the United States it is at second place.
The growing importance of the strategic thinking due to globalization with respect to the process of internationalization is also indicated by the statement that this competency is ranked by HR managers in the first place in Slovenian multinational companies (Kohont, 2014, p.304 ).
Furthermore, we also think that it is encouraging that the participants in the study feel, in regards to almost all HR competencies, at least a medium need for additional education and training. O'Donoghue and Maguire (2005, p. 442 ) stated that each individual should assume responsibility for his/her own development and employability and consider his/her career in the sense of a broader employability. Thus, we can infer that the students are aware of the importance of competency development in a broader context because additional education and training are part of their career development.
The students have given the highest average appraisal to the need to educate and train themselves with regards to creativity and innovation ( = 3.67) , and teamwork ( = 3.63). Nowadays, it is important for an HR professional to develop creativity and innovation skills, particularly on account of the ability to adjust to constant changes, to restructure and to transmit innovations into his HR activity as well as because of their indirect influence on the company's performance.
Finally, the development of the competency for a teamwork helps an HR professional to develop the ability to form the working teams focused on achieving the goals, and his capacity to choose the competent members.
The aforementioned results are encouraging because they indicate that the students are also aware of the importance of competency development from the point of view of a better employability, because the team-work is precisely the competence mentioned by Akkuyunlu, Kovačič, Pavlin and Svetlik (2009, p.69 ) as a key factor for healthy functioning in the workplace and society.
Taking into consideration the fact that changing working conditions and labour markets are causing shifts in relation to the social competencies and transferable skills of the graduates (Uhomoibhi, 2009, p.250) , we believe that the students could consolidate those competences considered by employers to be particularly important by means of additional training in the workshops.
HR competencies development in the course of study
In discussing HR competencies, we first have to mention the individuals who choose the profession of HR professional and thus take responsibilities for decisions about their professional and career paths (Devjak, Devjak and Polak, 2014, p.4) . In this manner, they realize their aspirations and ambitions in the faculties that represent the basis for the development of a creative and knowledge-based society, because their primary mission is to educate high-level experts who will take care of sustainable development.
As the third participant in this relationship, organizations must be mentioned. Adamska and Minárová (2014, p.69) are of the opinion that knowledge creation, development, application and evaluation are of key importance for ensuring the further development of the organization as well as for acquiring and maintaining competitive advantage.
HR competencies are essential for the successful performance of HR professionals. It is a generally accepted fact that suitably educated and trained people can respond appropriately to expected changes in the business (Garavan and McGuire, 2001 ). This is why we have to know which competencies should be presented to them. In accordance with the abovementioned, HR professionals should, in the course of the study, acquire a suitable education and develop the necessary HR competencies. The results of our research have demonstrated that the participants mainly agree that the study programme allows them to acquire and develop the competencies for the successful performance of the duties pertaining to an HR professional during their courses of study ( = 4.12) . This is in accordance with the thinking of Way (2002: 484) , who stated that the study programme should allow to HR students to acquire the necessary competencies, because this is the only way they can effectively carry out the work of HR professionals. A similar view is also shared by Johnson and King (2002) , but they emphasize that education should change in accordance with the expected business changes, this also means the curricula should be appropriately adjusted.
We would only add that in doing so all participants have to be taken into consideration: in the first place, university institutions, employers and students, as well as external factors (e.g. situation on the labour market). This is why we agree with the recommendation of Pavlin (2012, p.127 ) that university institutions should systematically establish relationships with employers, with the purpose of informing them about the expectations of programs and graduates, and the intention to design study programs together with them.
Furthermore, we have established that statistically significant differences exist among the students of different years in their opinion regarding the study programme allows them to acquire and develop the competencies for a successful task performance as an HR professional during their course of the study. As students advance to higher years of study their opinion scores increases. We expected such a result and explain it by the fact that the students of the last year of studies have been acquainted during the lectures with the programme in its entirety, while the students of the first year have been acquainted only with the theoretical part of the program.
The majority of the participants of the research expressed their satisfaction with the study programme ( = 3.80). Furthermore, we have established that the students who are more satisfied with the study program have more positive opinions regarding whether the study programme allows them to acquire and develop the competencies for a successful task performance of the HR professional during the course of the study. Having in mind the fact that many authors (Kotler, Keller, Brady, Goodman, and Hansen, 2012; Lovelock and Wirtz, 2011) interpret satisfaction as a positive feeling, i.e. fulfilment felt by an individual in using a service or a product, we can infer that the students had been, at the time of their enrolment in university, well acquainted with the study program, its contents, and performance. If we look at the students as service users, we can conclude that the study programme has, to a large extent, fulfilled or even exceeded their expectations.
Students' self-assessment of HR competencies has indicated that they have them, at least to a medium degree and the majority of them even to a higher degree. The students are aware of the importance of developing such competencies: most of them have even expressed the need for further education and training, in addition to their studies related in the same field. Their satisfaction with the study programme is expressed to a higher degree; the students assert that the study programme allows them to acquire and develop the competencies for a successful task performance of the HR professional. We believe that the graduates with developed HR competencies will achieve better results, in the working environment as well as in the process of further education and life in general. They will be more self-confident and convinced that the work they are carrying out is appropriate for them. This can give them advantages in society and the labour market, above all because of their personal motivation and positive orientation toward the future.
In the next stage of the research, the study would be designed as a longitudinal survey in which students will be asked to assess the presence of HRM competencies during their studies, at graduation and few years after graduation. We propose that the faculty consistently pursue students' competencies and extend the research to those graduates already involved in the working environment, carrying out the tasks of HR professionals. We have limited our research to the students' competency self-assessment, so we propose that the faculty also perform other evaluations of the present HR competencies. We believe that in this way the faculty could more easily and better adjust the curricula of the study programs to suit the needs of the HR competencies development.
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